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The science of exegesis of the Holy Quran 

Then and now! 



Tafseer 



The Classical Period 



Definition of Tafseer 
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Definition of Tafseer 

To explain, uncover, describe in detail 

It is the science that deals with the understanding 
of the book of Allah revealed to His Prophet 
Mohammad, peace be upon him. It involves 
explanation of its meaning and derivation of 
commands and wisdom and it requires the 
knowledge of the linguistics, rhetoric, principles of 
jurisprudence, sciences of recitation and it needs 
the knowledge of the reasons for revelation of the 
verses of the Holy Quran. 



Definition of Ta'wee 
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Definition of Ta'wee 
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Definition of Ta'weel 

To return something to its original (meaning) 

Difference of opinion whether tafseer and ta'weel are 
synonymous. 

-synonymous 

-tafseer refers to meaning of individual words, while 
ta'weel refers to the meaning of entire verses. 

Tafseer is generic. Ta'weel is specific to the Divine Books 

Tafseer deals with words with one specific meaning, while 
Ta'weel deals with words that have many meanings but it 
specifies one meaning through evidence and arguments. 



An example 



Why do we need Tafseer? 

• Is the Holy Quran not self explanatory? 

A triangle: 

The speaker Allah SWT 

The listeners or the readers with variable intellectual 
levels 



Examples 

The Companions of the Holy Prophet peace be 
upon him were the first recipients of the Holy 
Quran. They knew Arabic very well. They were 
familiar with the circumstances of the 
revelation. Yet they would also approach the 
Holy Prophet, peace be upon him, for 
explanation. 



Examples 
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mportance of Tafseer and its virtues 
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mportance and virtues of Tafseer 






A person recites the Holy Quran but is not good 
at its explanation is like an A'arabi who simply 
quotes poetry without knowing its meaning. 



Sources of Tafseer 



1. The Holy Quran 

2. Hadith and Sunna of the Holy Prophe peace 
be upon Him. 

3. Explanations given by the Companion, may 
Allah be pleased with them 

4. Explanations of the follower j^4^ 

5. Classical Arabic language 

6. Intellect.^! (J J»jN ^ji W* VI 



Tafseer of the Holy Quran from the 

Holy Quran itself 

Parts of Quran explain others. <^*j j^k ub^ 1 
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Tafseer of the Holy Quran from the 

Holy Quran itself 
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Tafseer from the Hadith 
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Tafseerfrom Hadith 
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Tafseer from Hadith 

A person asked Imran ibn Haseen, RA, about 
something and said, "Give me the answer from 
Allah's book only and do not quote anything else/ 7 

Imran ibn Haseen, RA said, "You must be foolish. Do 
you find in Allah's book that there are four raka in 
the Dhur prayers and that the recitation in it is done 
silently? Do you find the number of prayers and the 
amount to be paid for Zakat and like this. Allah has 
ordered all of this and the Sunna is the explanation 
of this. 



Tafseer from Hadith 



Serious doubts have been created by the 
Orientalists, and subsequently by the "modern, 
reformist, enlightened" Muslims about the 
authenticity and status of Hadith and Sunnah. 

Movements are on the rise about rejecting the role 
of Hadith in the explanation of the Holy Quran. 

This is seen in the works of the Muatazillas, those 
who call themselves Submitter (submission.org) 



Tafseerfrom Hadith 



Some examples of those who deny the validity 
of Hadith in the explanation of the Holy Quran. 

"Whenever you want to pursue the truth and 
verify anything you hear about Islam, we urge 
you to please use the only valid and divine 
source of Islam, Quran . Submission.org" 

Progressive Muslims 



Tafseer from Hadith 



• Muhammad Asad 

Firstly, the Qur'an must not be viewed as a compilation of individual 
injunctions and exhortations but as one integral whole: that is, as 
an exposition of an ethical doctrine in which every verse and 
sentence has an intimate bearing on other verses and sentences, all 
of them clarifying and amplifying one another. Consequently, its 
real meaning can be grasped only if we correlate every one of the 
statements with what has been stated elsewhere in its pages, and 
try to explain its ideas by means of frequent cross references, 
always subordinating the particular to the general and the 
incidental to the intrinsic. Whenever this rule is faithfully followed, 
we realise that the Qu'ran is - in the words of Muhammad Abduh - 
"its own best commentry" 



Tafseer from Hadith 

Why the opposition? 

1. Questions about the authenticity of Hadith 

2. Questions about the interpretation of Hadith 

3. Issues that are beyond human intellect, e.g., physical 
reality of Heaven and Hell, Angels, Jinn, Shaiytan. 

4. Difficult to follow and implement 

5. ,^U1\ 3 <j*wisfl :cM l*j o^ *&5 :^t f u V> JlS Ob 

There are three things that are not well established, 
tafseer, the events about the end of the time, and the 
wars. 



A clarification of Imam Ahmad's 

"statement" 

This statement may have been attributed to him 
by mistake since he has included a large number 
of ahadith related to tafseer in his Musnad. 

If we consider this statement to be true, then we 
will have to say that no historical event from the 
Prophetic life is established. 

Imam Ahmad considered a statement to be a 
hadith only if it reached him through a well 
established chain of transmission. 



Tafseer as reported by the Companions 
may Allah be pleased with them 

• Evidence from the practice of the Companions 
may Allah be pleased with them 
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The mufassir Companions Allah be 

pleased with them 
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The mufassir Companions Allah be 

pleased with them 
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Abdullah Ibn Abbas, may Allah be 
pleased with both of them 

; JlS >4fr £j! (fi AjIaJl ^ ^xjujj! £j*Ij .^laJl <Ute. 



Why the Companions, may Allah be 

pleased with them? 

They are the same people who transmitted the Holy 
Quran to us. 

They were chosen by Allah SWT to the Companions 
of the Holy Prophet, peace be upon him. 

They learnt from Him, peace be upon Him. 

They knew the Arabic language better than us. 

They lived through the period of revelation. 

They were extremely careful in explaining the Holy 
Quran. 



An example of the carefulness 

Reported as the statement of Abubakar Siddique, 

Which earth will carry me and while sky will cover 
me if say something about the book of Allah 
without knowledge? 



What if there is a difference of opinion 
among the Companions RA? 

• Follow the opinion of the majority 

• Follow the senior Companions who are 
established as scholars 

• Follow the opinion of the j^b *^ 
An example: 



An example 
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Tafseer by the followers 

The followers were either the children or students 
of the Companions, may Allah be pleased with 
them. 

If a follower reports from a Companion, may Allah 
be pleased with him, then it will be treated as such. 

If a follower gives his own opinion, then it will be 
tested against the other sources of tafseer. 

In the case of consensus among the followers, the 
opinion will be acceptable. 



Tafseer through the Arabic language 

Classical Arabic poetry is often used to determine 
the meaning of a particular Quranic word as it was 
understood by the Arabs of that time. 

Many of the earlier books of Tafseer quote Arabic 
poetry. 

The Pre-lslamic poetry is still taught to familiarize 
the students with the classical Arabic usage. 

It cannot be used to the exclusion of other sources. 



Tafseer through Arabic language 
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Imam Malik said that if a person tried to explain 
Allah's book without being a scholar of the Arabic 
language, then I will give him an exemplary 
punishment. 



Tafseer through intellect 

Evidence for it: 

tfl\ :JlS dua> o-bfr £>& m e^l 4j te.J <jill > !J*j 

O Allah give him a deep understanding of the 
religion and teach him the explanation of the 
Quran. 

Except the understanding that a person is given 
about the understanding of the Quran. 



Caution about explaining the Holy 
Quran through the use of intellect only 
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Tafsir by narration and tafsir by 

opinion 

Majority of earlier Tafasir are through transmission 
and give explanation of the verses of the Holy 
Quran through other verses, ahadith and valid 
opinions of the learned Companions and followers. 

Our traditional commentators did express their 
opinion but it was based upon their understanding 
and not without any basis. 



Unusual explanations 

Rawafid 

Batinia 

Sufi 
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Can anyone do tafseer? 
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15 requirements for a mufassir 

1 Knowledge of the Arabic language 

2 and 3. Grammar, j^l j ^>^l 
4 word derivation 

5,6,7. Rhetorical sciences: <y^? j^U? >^^-* 

8. Knowledge of different modes of recitation 

9. Knowledge of the principles of religionu^ Jj^l 

10. Knowledge of juristic sciences 

11. Knowledge of reasons for revelation and stories 

12. Knowledge of abrogation 

13. Jurisprudence 

14. Knowledge of Hadith 

15. Knowledge given specially by Allah'^j^ ^ 



ssues of modernity in the 
interpretation of the Holy Quran 

Where does revelation end and interpreation 
begin? 

What distinguishes the divine voice from the 
human voices that transmit or interpret it? 

What part does the humanity of the Holy 
Prophet, peace be upon him, play in the 
process of revelation? 



Classical view point 

The Quran has more need of the Sunnah than the 
Sunnah has of the Quran. 

Ash Shafai: The primary function of the Sunnah is 
to clarify the Quran. 

Opponents of Ash Shafai: The Quran explains 
everything and needs no supplement. 

The opposite view point remained dormant for 
centuries only to be revived in the 19 th and 20 th 
century, perhaps due to the influence of the 
trends in the Western world. 



Some modern trends in Tafsir 



• Syed Ahmad Khan: India late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century: 

Too heavy a reliance on hadith for the 
interpretation of the Quran puts at risk this 
eternal and universal quality. Hadith-based tafsir 
tends to limit the meaning of the Quran to a 
particular historical situation, thus obscuring its 
universality. 



Some modern trends in Tafsir 



nayat Allah Mashriqi: 

The correct and the only meaning of the Quran 
lies, and is preserved, within itself, and a perfect 
and detailed exegesis of its words is within its 
own pages. One part of the Quran explains the 
other; it needs neither philosophy, nor wit, nor 
lexicography, not even hadith. 



Some modern trends in Tafsir 

• Abd Allah Chakralwi: 

We should pray five times a day, not because of 
hadith, but because they are proven from the 
Holy Quran. 

He considered adhan an innovation with no 
basis in Quran. 

He modified the ritual recitations and he would 
allow no more than the obligatory number of 
ritual acts of prayer. Stand, bow and prostrate! 



Some modern trends in Tafsir 

• The Egytpian Sidqi 

The authority of theHoly Prophet, peace be upon 
him, is strictly limited to implementing te Quran. 

Since Muslims are instructed to shorten the prayer 
to one raka during danger, the normal minimum 
requirement must be two raka only. Any additional 
rakas offered by the Holy Prophet, peace be upon 
him, were purely optional. 

Since the QURAN does not establish the precise 
amount of Zakat, this is a matter of flexibility. 



Modernist approach to the Holy Quran 

an example 




While most interpretations of the Qur'an tends to lean toward dogma or traditional 
idealism to explain it's verses Dr. Shabbir has totally done away with using all extrinsic 
sources allowing the Book to explain itself through the process of Tasreef (The Qur'an 
is a non-linear Book so some parts of the Book explains other parts of the Book in 
further detail) thus allowing the reader to focus on the 'big picture' of the Qur'anic 
message. Any rational being that has knowledge of the history of extrinsic sources 
used to explain the Qur'an by traditionalist such as hadith would easily acknowledge 
the dubiousness of such sources and the troubles such sources can be when it comes 
to diverting the seeker from the correct path of enlightenment. 



Mohammad Asad's opinion about 

Jinns and Angles 

n order to grasp the purport of the term jinn 
as used in the Qur'an, we must dissociate our 
minds from the meaning given to it in Arabian 
folklore, where it early came to denote all 
manner of "demons" in the most popular 
sense of this word. This folkloristic image has 
somewhat obscured the original connotation 
of the term and its highly significant - almost 
self-explanatory - verbal derivation. 



An example 



I most humbly seek shelter with God against the promptings of all evil sources 
including my own ego. [Shayitaan = Satan = The straying Ego = Selfish desires = Desire 
that rebels against the higher controls of sound judgment = Emotions that overpower 
Permanent Moral Values = Intrinsic or extrinsic evil prompting = Negative peer 
pressure = Violent emotions = Self-glorification = Anything distant from goodness and 
progress = False pride = A rumor monger = Fiery temperament = Slanderer = A 
hinderer of good 

= He who spreads corruption and disorder on earth = Anyone who impels others 

into violating Divine Commands = A hinderer of good = Bad companionship = One 

who deceives or charms people into violating Divine laws = Any being or influence 

that alienates humans from the Creator = One who distances itself from Divine grace. 

2:14, 4:38, 4:60, 4:83, 4:119, 5:90-91, 6:43, 6:143, 7:200, 17:26-27, 22:3-4, 25:28-29, 

31:21, 67:5. In Hebrew, Satan = Adversary = One who plots against another 



Another example 

Jinn = Something hidden, rarely seen. So, after 
using Tasreef, Al-Jinn = The nomads. Jannah 

from the same root means a garden hidden in 
foliage. When the Jinns or nomads move to 
dwell in towns and become civilized, they are 
referred to as Ins 



Another example 

Aadam = Adam = Man. His wife = Woman. Udma 
= Ability to live together as a community. 

Aadam from Udma thus, indicates humankind. 
The word 'Eve' or Hawwa is not mentioned in 
the Qur'an. She is described with dignity as 
Mer'a-til-Aadam = Adam's Zaujah = Wife, 
Consort, Mate of Adam = Mrs. Adam 



Another example 



(Now is related to you the creation of Adam or mankind, in allegorical terms; when 
God decided to create humans who would be given free will, and supremacy on 
earth.) 

Your Lord announced His Plan to the angels, "I am about to place on earth a new 

creation that will have supremacy over it." They exclaimed, "Will you place on it 

such creation as will cause disorder therein and shed blood! - Whereas we strive 

to manifest Your glory (in the Universe)!" He answered, "I know what you do not 

know." [God had programmed the angels (God's forces in nature) with specific 

tasks that express the Divine will. He created humans through the process of 

evolution and granted them the ability to make free choices. They may choose 

to follow Divine Guidance or deviate from it (33:72). The "angels" were not 

even remotely aware of any will other than God's. The Qur'an metaphorically 

portrays the immense responsibility given to humans in the story of Adam. Free 

will may be likened to the breathing into humans from the Divine Energy 



Another example 
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Shabbir: A tribe of nomands 

Mohammad Asad: strangers who had never 
before been seen by the people among and to 
whom the Quran was being revealed. 

They may have been Jews from distant parts of 
what is now the Arab world, perhaps from 
Syria or even Mesopotamia. 
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Shabbir 



two, three, and four (4:127). But, if you fear that 

you shall not be able to deal justly, then, you 
must not take additional wives, and 

may continue with what you already have 

Mohammad Asad: marry the slave girls. 



Issue of head covering for women 
A PhD thesis from Al Azhar: 

Sheikh Mustapha Mohamed Rashed argued that Hijab is not an Islamic duty. He stated 
that Hijab refers to the cover of the head, which is not mentioned in the Holy Quran at 
all. "Nonetheless, a bunch of scholars insisted vehemently that the veil is both an 
Islamic duty and one of the most important pillars of Islam/ 7 he added. 

In doing so, the PhD candidate points out, "they deviated from the purposes of the 
Islamic law and "Sahih Atafsir" or the true interpretation. They rejected reasoning and 
relied only on literal text." 

According to Mohamed Rashed, these scholars de-contextualized the verses of the 
Quran and interpreted them in their very own liking, following some ancient scholars, 
as if what they said is sacred and is no subject to Ijtihad. 

The researcher continued that the scholars, who claim that Hijab is an important pillar 
of Islam, departed from "Al Minhaj Assahih," or the true path, of interpretation and 
reasoning, which interprets the verses according to their historical context and the 
causes of revelation. These scholars "interpreted the verses in their general sense, 
overlooking the causes of their revelation, intentionally or due to their limited 
intellectual capacity resulted in psychological scourge." Worse yet, they approached 
hundreds of important issues in the same way. 



Need for Ijtihad in tafseer 

It is not forbidden to to use Ijtihad or personal 
judgments in interpreting the Holy Quran. 

Ijtihad makes Islam flexible and elastic enough 
to guide Muslims in every time and age. 

Ijtihad in tafseer is not only permissible it is a 
must for every generation of Muslims. 

o*(29) 



Need for Ijtihad in tafseer 



• Ijtihad in tafsir is not an unbridled and unconstrained 
studying of the words of the Holy Quran to come up with 
new meanings of the Quranic verses. 

• For over 14 centuries Muslims scholars have pondered over 
the meanings of the Holy Quran 

• The First Muslims were also the first recipients of the Holy 
Quran 

• To give a meaning to the verses of the Quran that 
contradicts the documented understanding of our Salaf is 
to say that they did not understand the Quran in the first 
place. 

• If this is the case then why did Allah SWT chose them to be 
the First Muslims? 



Need for Ijtihad in tafseer 

The meaning of the verses is fixed as determined 
by the sources but how that fixed meaning is 
reflected or applied in a certain place or time is 
the role of the scholar in making ijtehad. 

Hence the principles outlined by the Holy Quran 
and as understood by the earliest Muslims are 
like a ready set of data, and it is within the 
constraints of that fixed meaning that the scholar 
must seek guidance for his own particular time.. 

J. Zarabozo- How to approach and understand the 
Quran 



Changing rules for changing times 
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Conclusion 



At a deeper level the controversy is above human 
interpreters of the Quran and their authority. If Sunna is 
the essential tool for understanding revelation, then 
experts on Sunna are likewise indispensable. But if the 
ability to contextualize revelation is needed, then those 
who know the modern world will the most able 
interpreters of the Quran and knowledge of the tradition 
will be counted superfluous. 

The deep sociological rifts between religious leadership 
and western-educated intelligentsia, between religious 
scholar and technocrat, are thus projected onto the 
spectrum of modern Muslim attitudes toward the Quran 
and its interpretation. Daniel Brown Rethinking tradition 



